Trust in government leads to respect for the political system. Respect for the political system ensures stability. Stability is a precondition for development in all sectors of society. Trust in government has to be earned by government and, in particular, by the leaders of government.
Introduction
In 2004, Sierra Leone's Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) published its final report on the causes and consequences of the 1991-2002 civil conflict. It showed that many driving forces of conflict related to a prior break down of trust; both with regard to popular disillusionment with traditional political mechanisms and state institutions, and with regard to a deep social schism between Sierra Leone's youth and older generations. If these issues played a part in fostering conflict, conflict itself served to further undermine trust across all levels, leading the TRC to conclude that trust-building remained central to the overall project of rebuilding Sierra Leone:
There is very little trust in leadership […] This breakdown in the relationship between citizen and state does not bode well for the future. People's spirits have been broken by the horrors they endured during the conflict. The leaders should urgently address this lack of trust, for it can only be a source of further strife and unrest. Leoneans and eroding public confidence in the equal distribution of opportunities and national resources. Post-conflict efforts to counter corruption meant such networks were also increasingly unreliable for those who traditionally reaped their benefit.
These findings supported an International Crisis Group (ICG) report which partly saw 2007 elections as 'a mass vote for better governance and service delivery over the failed promises of patronage.' vi As traditional patronage networks and community ties were seen to decline, more cautiously individualistic formulations and investments of trust had grown; confidence could only be invested on an individual-to-individual basis, and only once an individual had proven their commitment to fulfil promises and act with integrity.
Despite the proliferation of political cynicism and a negative perception of popular attitudes, this article finds that recent political developments offer hope for change. In particular, the promotion of political accountability, combined with leader's commitments to actively earn public confidence, serves to deconstruct traditional inequitable patrimonial systems, paving the way for the reconstruction of trust across all levels of socio-political interaction. was not driven by deeply entrenched ethnic, political, or regional divides. Rather, the stated grievances for which many combatants claimed to be fighting were also held by the victims of violence and those pushing for peace. Hence, the integration of excombatants and their reconciliation with each other and the wider community has in many respects represented a far easier task than that faced in many other civil wars.
Nevertheless, precisely those same grievances which have united Sierra Leoneans continue to foster broader problems of political distrust. Commonly-held feelings of disillusionment and frustration with government and leaders, seen as instrumental to nurturing conflict, have survived conflict.
Many of those interviewed expressed dismay at the post-conflict return of the same distrusted political elites and abusive practices that had led to war. Anger over broken electoral promises was tangible, as was a feeling among ex-combatants that promised dividends of peace had not materialised. 7 A common belief that little had changed since the end of the conflict was not entirely unjustified; Sierra Leone remained rooted to the foot of the UN Human Development Index, suffering high unemployment levels and lacking the most basic infrastructure required for significant economic development. Corruption at all levels remained rife, and the traditional informal mechanisms of business and politics continued to hold primacy.
Individuals commonly reported that to make gains in life required knowing people of influence or relying on the assistance of connected family members; personal skills and merit were deemed largely irrelevant. After two successive elections since the war, it was therefore not surprising that many Sierra Leoneans remained deeply cynical towards political leaders. David, a young security guard in Freetown, voiced a commonly held view:
You can be trusted now, but when you enter into politics, you don't have any trust. It is like we say in Krio, 'politricks', because you can trick the people so that you can sit at the right position. But when you sit in that chair, you betray the people.
vii A frequently expressed view was that politicians sought to profit from office, rather than serve the people; even for those few who might hold good intentions, it was believed that the corrupting influence of wealth would inevitably lead them to neglect their duties:
The moment they sit on that chair, the moment they swear them in, the moment they give them that position as minister, it is finished. Many of those interviewed gave a series of examples from their own lives in which they had been 'betrayed' by colleagues, friends and family, usually in connection to money. Individuals cited day-to-day experiences of corruption and nepotism in seeking employment, the non-payment of wages, the breaking of contracts and the collusion of police officers with criminals. Given such experiences, individuals explained their reluctance to hold faith in political leaders as a simple matter of common sense. A sentiment of 'We don't trust ourselves, so how can we trust in democracy' was similarly noted by Utas and Christensen. xvii If the problem of distrust is as endemic as many Sierra Leoneans believe, then the question remains as to how political leaders can tackle such a seemingly impossible task as rebuilding trust in government, as prescribed by the TRC. Two approaches offer real hope in this regard.
First, the statement of the TRC chairman points towards the most straightforward solution to problems of distrust:
The leadership must know that the trust and confidence of the people is not automatic;
it is earned through honesty and lost through corruption and greed.
xviii Quite simply, trust in government and political leaders can be built in Sierra Leone through the example of competent individuals in public office. The importance of public examples of leaders resistant to corruption and dedicated to serving the people was highlighted in interviews as the only way to bring real change in attitudes across all levels of social interaction in Sierra Leone. If even one or two public figures were able to earn the trust of the people, it was suggested, the impact on self-perceptions across the country would be significant. individuals rather than the system as a whole. Therefore, the development and reinforcement of accountability mechanisms and systems of regulation would in itself serve to reward and encourage sound leadership and build faith in the political system. This allows for a practical implementation of attitudinal change, a project which otherwise remains abstract and difficult to measure progress upon.
16
In the formal political arena, the casting of votes of no confidence has built confidence in the vote, reinforcing the determination of the electorate to hold leaders to account. Indeed, despite an insistence that government and political leaders could not be trusted, those interviewed clearly held confidence their votes could bring about a change in government, punishing those who had failed to deliver on promises:
You cannot betray me, and then when the next election comes, you tell me to vote for you. No, I cannot vote for you. I will vote for another person, so I can watch him.
xxi They cannot say a lot of things in a conference, or when they meet the people, saying that when I become a minister I will bring a project that has a lot of jobs. Then when you see them in the chair, there is no project, and no jobs. What do you want the people to say? That bad man, we vote for him, and now he's sitting on that chair treating us like slaves. Don't worry, the next election, he will not sit on that chair. 18 After lobbying ministers with little success, the National Youth Coalition (NYC) gave the government a forty-five day ultimatum to respond before it established its own parallel commission. Press conferences bringing the issue to public attention were held. This move generated significant media coverage, and the President himself was forced to intervene in the matter. 19 As an act of monitoring and regulation, this incident demonstrated government could not afford to ignore political protest and that ministers were not simply being trusted to deliver promises, they were being actively compelled.
Through these formal and informal mechanisms of political accountability, the traditional patrimonial method of government, largely based on the bypassing of public sentiment, is being replaced by a rational-legalistic model, whereby the 
Conclusion
The issue of trust lies at the heart of Sierra Leone's future development. Seven years after the conflict, cynicism towards government and leaders remains high, and the belief that all Sierra Leoneans need to change 'bad attitudes' is commonplace.
However, although the task given to political leaders of building trust in government is daunting, it is not insurmountable; indeed there exist signs that a transformation is taking place in the way political trust itself is understood. Traditional exclusionary systems of patrimony, where trust is placed in the power of money and the patronage of friends and family, are gradually being eroded by a trust in rational-legalistic frameworks. This process will gain momentum if political cynicism continues to be channelled positively through its incorporation into mechanisms of regulation and accountability. Increasing confidence in the power of the vote and political protest are steps in building such mechanisms and an associated trust in government. Greater public oversight of government and the ability of Sierra Leoneans to hold politicians to account will further serve to encourage the emergence of political leaders capable of earning public trust. Ultimately, it is the example of such leaders that can do most to transform attitudes and build trust across Sierra Leone. 
